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MODERN FEATURES IN CHAUCER
Luis AlbertoLázaroLafuente
Inmightbesomewhatsurprising,orevenshocking,toattendaconference
onMedievalStudiesandhearsomeonecallGeoffreyChauceramodernistwriter.
But,in fact,thatis exact1ywhatthispaperdoes.It outlinessomefeaturesin
Chaucer'sworkthatarecharacteristicof20th-centuryBritishModernistUterature,
somefeatureswhichmakeusseeChaucerasamodernmedievalwriter.
Not only doesour aim soundratherodd,but it may alsoseemquite
ambitious.ThewholeofChaucer'sworkistakenintoaccountalthoughexamples
andquotationsmainIyrefertothedreamvisions,TroilusandCriseydeandThe
CanterburyTales.Perhapsonafutureoccasionwecanconcentrateourattention
onjustonepoemoroneparticularcharacteristicandstudythemin detall,butfor
thetimebeingweshalllimitourselvestomakingabriefmentionofsomestriking
similaritiesbetweenChaucer'sworkasawholeandthewritingsoftheModernist
PeriodinGreatBritain1.
Givingadefinitionofthisllterarymovementcalled"Modernism"injusta
few linesis not aneasytask.JulianSymonsoncesaidthat"Modernism,like
democracy,isawordoftenusedbutrare1ydefined."2NeVerthe1ess,wecouldsay
thatmodernistwriters,suchasT.S.Ellot,JamesJoyce,D.H. LawrenceorVirginia
Wolf,aremarkedbyconstantexperimentsinsubjectmatter,styleandformoThey
breakawayfromestablishedmIesandconventionsandtrytocreateanewtypeof
1Mostof therevolutionaryworksofModernismbelongtothesecondan4thirddecadesofthe
twentiethcentury.
2Maleersof theNew:TheRevolutionin Uterature,1912-1939(London:AndreDeutsch,1987),
p.9.
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literature.Theyalsorebelagainstescapistandromanticliteratureandtendtodeal
witheverydaylifein theirartoNewtechniquesandtopiesare,however,blended
withanexpressionofloveforthedistantpastwhichleadthesewriterstowardsa
specialuseofclassicalreferencesandmyths.Oneshouldalsonotethattheywere
influencedbymainlandEuropeanwritersratherthanbyotherEnglishauthors:
FrenchSymbolismandNaturalism,Ibsen'smodernrealisticdramaandthelate
19th-centuryRussianfictionhada greateffecton theleadingpractitionersof
Modernism.
GeoffreyChaucersharestheseprominentfeaturesofModernism.Tobegin
with,he is an innovatorwhobreakssomeinviolableconventionsof medieval
literatureandcreateshighlyoriginalnarrativepoems.Hedoesthisinthefourteenth
century,atimewhenoriginalityisrarelyseen,whenwritersmodeltheirworkon
sourcetextsand do not consciouslywantto freethemselvesfromtradition.
Chaucer,onthecontrary,makesagreatdealofpoeticexperimentsandachievesa
veryoriginaladaptationof literarysource-material.
OneofChaucer'smainclaimstooriginalityisthefactthathispoemsdonot
tendtoconformtoaparticulartraditionalgenreveryclosely.All hismajorworks
offeranunorthodoxcombinationofliteraryforms,aswellasvariationsin detall.
Fourof hispoems,for example,apparentIyfollowthedream-visiontraditional
form,butin facttheyshownewwaysofshapingthistypeofmaterialthatcreate
ac1earimpressionof individuality3:
•TheBookof theDuchesscombinesomebasicconventionsofthe
dreamvisionwiththetraditionofthelover'scomplaintandtheelegy,
withoutexplicituseofallegoricalelementsorpersonifications.Besides,
alsoquitenewis thewayin whichChaucercreatescommunication
betweendisparatesociallevelsin a dialoguebetweenthemiddle-
c1assnarratorandtheBlackKnight,oneofthemostpowerfullordsin
therea1m4,
• The Houseof Famebeginsin anorthodoxstylewiththepoet's
dreamusedasanexcusetolearnaboutlove,butsoonhedealswith
othertopics:fame,rumoursandpoetry.Moreover,thecomic haracter
oftheEagleis anotheroriginalcreation.
• In The Parliamentof Fowlswe find againa fusionof different
literaryforroswithintheframeworkofthedreamallegory:ahumorous
3WolfgangClemensdiscussesChaucer'soriginalityinthesepoemswithintheformalconventions
ofhissources.SeeO\aucersEar1yPoetry,trans.C.A. M. Sym(London:Methuen,1963).
4 Cf. David Wallece, "Chaucer'sContinentallnheritance:The Ear1yPoemsand Troilus and
Criseyde,"in The CambridgeO\aucerCompanion,eds.Piero'BoitaniandJill Mann(Cambridge:
CambridgeUniversityPress,1986),p.20.
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lovedebate,ananimalfable,ademanded'amour(thechoieeofamate),
and,perhaps,evenapoliticalsatire.
•TheLegendof GoodWomenisalsotechnicallyalovevision,but
itsstructure,subjectmatterandcharactersdonotfitintothistraditional
formo
Ontheotherhand,DieterMehlnotesthatinTroilusandCriseydeChaucer
alsoturnsawayformconventionsandcreatesanindividualpieceofart:
Thepoemhasbeenassociatedwith theclassiealepie,it hasbeen
describedasamedievalromance,andinterptetedasapredecessorf
themodernnovel.Thisvarietyofinterpretacionalonesuggeststhat
it isnotstrictlymodelledonanyparticularconventionalgenrebut
attemptsomethingnew5•
The CanterburyTales couldbe seenas anotherunorthodoxliterary
experimentoHere,Chaucermanipulatesthemedievaltraditionoftheframe-story
inaveryoriginalway.Inthisbookhejuxtaposesmanydifferentstyles,themesand
literaryforms.Eachstoryhasanindividualnarratorwithhisownparticularvoiee
whichchangesaccordingtohissocialandmoralposition.Differentalesdealwith
diversetopiesanduseadifferentnarrativegenre.Thereisalsoagreatstylisticand
thematicvarietyevenwithin theindividualtale.In additiontherelationship
betweenstoriesis quitecomplex.As DavidBensonputsit , "No otherstory-
collectionhasaframethatisso livelyanddynamiC."6
Thecombinationof differentconventionalgenresin a singletext,which
aboundsinChaucer'spoetry,isalsoadefiningfeatureofModernism.Sometexts
ofthismovementaremadeupofajuxtapositionofdifferentpiecesoftext,eachof
whichis in a specifiegenre.This techniqueis oftenreferredto as "collage",
somethingthatcanbeclearlyseen,forinstance,in T.S.Eliot'sTheWasteLand.
Modernistpoetsnotonlyrebelledagainstform,butalsoagainstanoutmoded
diction.Theywantedtocreateanewpoeticlanguageandexperimentwithnew
structuresandidioms,showingatendencytouseacolloquialtoneinsomeoftheir
passages.Chaucercreatedanewliterarylanguagetoo.HechosetowriteintheEast
MidlanddialectofEnglishthatwasspokeninLondon,whereasmostwritersused
5GeofferyChaucer:An IntroductionlobisNarrativePoetry(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity
Press,1985),p.64.
6"TheCanterburyTales:PersonalDramaorExperimentsin PoeticVariety?"in TheCambridge
ChaucerCompanion,op.cit.,p.93.
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FrenchorLatin.Therewasnoaccomplishedliterarylanguagethathecoulduse
becausethenativetraditionwasnotyetfullydeveloped,sohehadtoinventwhat
JamesReevescalls"aviableEnglishpoeticstyle"7.And ashappenedwiththe
Modernists,Chaucer'slanguageoftenhasthecolloquialfluencyofanessentially
oralidiomwhichwasthenin themaking:justthinkofthefirstlinesin TheBook
of theDuchess,theconversationtheEagleholdswiththepoetin TheHouseof
Fame,thelanguageusedbythecommonsortsofbirdsinTheParliamentofFowls,
ortheconversationalexpressionsusedbymembersofallsocialclassesin Troilus
andCriseydeandTheCanterburyTales.8
Theinclusionofthespeechofordinarypeoplein Chaucer'spoetryforced
him to accommodatetherhythmsof naturalconversationwithinthelimitsof
MiddleEnglishverse.Toresolvethisconflict,hereliesuponfreedom,flexibility
and metricallicence.His versification,thoughfollowingto someextentthe
textbooksof rhetoric,is lessstrict,regularandmonotonousthanthatof his
contempararies.Fromtimetotimehedropsthefirstunstressedsyllableofaline
orusesthecoupletwithouthegeneralrestrictionftheend-stoppedline9•Hebreaks
outoftheconventionssetbyFrenchornativeauthorsandexperimentswithnew
typesof verse,suchastheChaucerianrhymeroyal.All thisremindsusof the
modernists'experimentswith newrhythmsandrhymes,theway theytry to
reconciletherhythmofnormalspeechwiththeirmetersandtheiruseoffreeverse.
AnothersimilaritybetweenthemodernistsandChauceris theuseof a
stylisticdeviseforthepurposesofcomposition.Modernistpoets,likePound,Yeats
andEliot,tendtousethedramaticmonologuetechnique,thatis tosay,in their
poemsthereisoneimaginaryspeakeraddressinganimaginaryaudience.Oneof
thebest-knowninstancesi Eliot's"TheLaveSongofJ.AlfredPrufrock".Chaucer
doessomethingverysimilarin his majorpoetry;herethereis alsoa speaker
addressinganaudience,butthistimeit is notimaginary,butreal.As wasthe
custom,Chaucerusedtoreadhispoemsaloudtoassembledaudiencesatcourt;
thereforewe havea living speakeraddressingand interactingwith a living
audiencein aspecificsituation.
Indramaticmonologues,thespeakerwhoutterstheentirepoemispatently
notthepoetasheexistsineverydaylife10•Heisjustamáskorpersona,acharacter
inventedforaparticularartisticpurpose.W.B.Yeatswasveryinterestedin the
compositionof thesemasksandEzraPoundpublisheda collectionof poems
7 Chaucer:LyricandAllegory(London:Heinemann,1970),p. 13.
8SeeMargaretSchlauch,"Chaucer'sColloquialEnglish:ItsStructuralTraits,"PMLA, 67(1952),
1103-16.
9 SeeTaunoF. Mustanoja,"Chaucer'sProsody,"in Companionto ChaucerStudies,ed.Beryl
Rowland(London:OxfordUniversityPress,1968),pp.58-84.
10Needlesstosay,Prufrock,anunattractivemiddle-agedmanwhohasabaldspot,isnottheyoung
poetwhowrotethepoem.
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entitledPersonae.The"1"ofChaucer'SpOetryisnotthepoeteither¡itisacreation
of theauthoras theEagle,or thePardoner.That is why mostcriticstoday
distinguishbetweenChaucerthepoetand a naive,modest,humourousand
detachedpersona oftencalledChaucerthedreamer,Chaucerthenarrator,or
Chaucerthepilgrim11.
Togetherwiththeseformalcharacteristics,thereisacertainthematicaffinity
betweenModernistliteratureandsomeofChaucer'spoems.Oneoftherecurrent
topicsinmodernpoetryandfictionistheproblematicnatureofhumanrelationships,
theestablishmentofgenuine motionalcommunication,thepossibilityoflovein
a communitycomposedof distinctindividuals,eachwith bis own private
consciousness,inasocietyfullofconventionsandmoralrestrictions.Theseare,in
differentways,thethemesofsomenovelsbyJamesJoyce,D.H. Lawrence,E.M.
ForsterorVirginiaWolf.A similartopiecanbefoundin Chaucer'sTroylusand
Criseyde,apoemwhosecentralinterestliesin "itsexplorationoftheattemptby
twohumansoulstoestablishthedeepestandmostsearchingof relationships."12
Thispoemisastudyofnaturalhumanlovewithallitsromantieandsexualaspects,
athoughtfulstudywhichcouldhavebeenthebasisofanovelbyD.H.Lawrence.
Thenarrativepresentstwo differentypesof consciousness(likecharactersin
modernnovels)whoarepsychologicallyanalysed¡twoindividualpersonalities
whoseintellectualprocessesaredescribedinawaywhichresemblesthemodern
streamof consciousnesstechnique13.Wearenotsurprisedtocomeacrosssome
criticalinterpretationswhichconsidertbispoemthepredecessorof themodern
novel14.
Anotherimportantopiewhicharisesin modernistliteraryworksis the
positionof wom.enin society,asa consequenceof thegrowingpopularityof
movementsfor women'ssocial,economicandculturalfreedomandequality.
VirginiaWoolfisaclearexponentofthisnewtrend¡evenEzraPoundatonepoint
took,chargeoftheliterarysideofafeministmagazinecalledNewFreewoman15.
GeoffreyChaucerisalsoverymuchconcernedwiththistopie,women'sposition
11Thedistinctionbetweenthepoetandthepersona hasbeendiscussedinmanyarticlesandbooks.
SeeJamesR.Kreuzer,"TheDreamerinTheBookoftheDumess,"PMLA, 56(1951),543-7;CharlesA.
Owen,Jr., 'TheRoleoftheNarratorin theParliamentof Fowles,"College~nglish,14(1953),264-9;
E.T.Donaldson,"ChaucerthePilgrim",PMLA,69 (1954),928-36;RobertM. Jordan,"TheNarratorin
Chaucer'sTroilus," Journal of English Litera!)'Histo!)',25(1958),237-57;DorothyBethurum,
"Chaucer'sPointofViewasNarratorintheLovePoems,"PMLA, 74(1959),511-20;DavidM.Bevington,
'TheObtuseNarratorin Chaucer'sHouseof Fame,"Speculum,36(1961),288-98;AlbertC. Baugh,
"ChaucertheMan",inCompanionloChaucerStudies,oo.Be!)'lRowIand(London:OxfordUniversity
Press),1968,pp.1-19.
12lanBishop,Ot.aucer'sTroylusandCryseyde:A CriticalStudy(Bristol:UniversityofBristol,
1981),p.18.
13See,forexample,Criseyde'slongsoIDoquyin thesecondbook,whereweareshownherinner
feelings,thoughts,wishesandfears.
14Cf.James1.Wimsatt,"MedievalandModeminChaucer'sTroilusandCriseyde",PMLA, 92(1977),
203-16..
15Symons,op.cit.,p.47.
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in society,andbisworkdoesnotstrikethereaderasparticularlyanti-feminist.It
seemsthathemanagestoriseabovethesexualprejudicesofthistimeenoughto
understandanddiscussthismatterin averymodernway:
•Thosepoemsin whichcourtIyloveisdiscussedalwaysshowman
in atotalsubmissiontotheladyheistoserve.
• In The Legendof GoodWomenChaucerpresentswomenin a
sympatheticway16.Moreover,theyareusua1lypowerfulwomenand
politica1lyor domesticallyactive- likeCleopatra,Dido,Hypsipyle,
Medea- a1lofthemin apositionsuperiortomen.
• Chauceralsoconceivedthe characterof theWife of Bath,an
"exponentofmedievalWomen'sLib"17,whoin theprologueofher
taledearlypointsoutthatwomenmustwearthetrousersinmarried
life:
An housbonde1wolhave,1wolnatlette,
Whichshalbebothemydettourandmytral,
And havebistribulacionwithal
Uponbisflessh,whil that1amhiswyf.
1havethepowerduryngeal mylyf
Uponbisproprebody...(1.154-9)18
Chaucer'sthemesaresometimespresentedinstorieswithacertainrealismo
Heisrichin settings3lldvividdescriptionsinhisdreamvisions,atypeofpoetry
thatdoesnotneedsuchrealisticdetailsfor its didacticpurpose.Thereis also
realisminTroilusandCriseyde19andTheCanterburyTales;in thesebooks,asis
quitecommonin modernliterature,Chaucerlays a specialemphasison a
"naturalistic"descriptionofsocietyandcharacter.
Similarly,bothChaucerandthemodernistscreatea continuousparallel
betweencontemporaneityandantiquity.Classicalmythologyhasalwaysplayed
animportantroleinEnglishLiterature,buttheModernistmovementfeelsaspecial
attractionfordifferentsortsofmyths.JamesJoyceinUlyssesandT.S.EliotinThe
WasteLand,forexample,weavetheirmodernmaterialsonthepatternofancient
myths.EzraPoundalsoincludedinhisCantosdozensofreferencesbacktoGreek
16NotaUcriticsthinkthisway.SeeElaineTuttleHansen,"IronyandtheAntifeministNarratorin
Chaucer'sLegendof GoodWomen,"Journalof EnglishandGermanicPhilology,82(1983),11-31.
17SeeHarryBlamires,A ShortHistoryofEnglishLiterature(London:Methuen,1974),p.8.
18GeoffreyChaucer,The CompleteWorksof GeoffreyChaucer,oo.F. N. Robinson,2nd.ed.
(OxfordUnversityPress,1986),p.77.
19SeeJames1.Wimsatt,"RealisminTroilusandCriseydeandTheRomandelaRose,"inChaucer
StudiesIII: EssaysonTroilusandCriseyde,oo.Mary Salu(Cambridge:D.S.Brewer-Rowmanand
Littlefield,1979),pp.43-56.
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mythologyandevenoffereda verypeculiartranslationof a fragmentof the
Odysseyo.Chaucerwasalsoabsorbedbythelegendsandstoriesof thedistant
past21•OvidandVirgil areconstantsourcesfor classicalreferencesin Chaucer's
poetryandsomeofhistalesaretakendirect1yorindirect1yfromtheseLatinand
Greekauthors.
Classicalreferencesarenottheonlylinkwiththepastthatwefind in his
poems.Theyarefull of otherliterary,historicalandbiblicalallusionswhich
sometimesmakeChaucerdifficulttounderstand.Heisagreatloverofbooksand
packshis poemswith theproductsof his reading.Obviouslyhepresupposes
immenseliteraryknowledgeonthepartofhisreadership.Hewritesforthosewho
liveatcourtandenjoytheadvantagesofthebesteducation.Thiscanalsobesaid
ofthemodernistwriters.JamesJoyce,WyndhamLewis,T.S.Elio,!andEzraPound
donotwritefortheordinaryreadereither.Theiruseofobliquereferencestoother
worksofliterature,toanclentmythsandstories,hasgiventhemthereputationof
beingdifficultwriters.
In additiontothis,ChauceraswellastheBritishmodernistsowemuchto
Europeancultureandliterature.Theyarewriterswholookto theContinentin
ordertofindguide-lines,modelsandinspiration.Mostofthemevenlivedtherefor .
sometime.Chaucerwasatvarioustimeson diplomaticmissionsin Flanders,
FranceandItaly;JamesJoyce,Ezra!,ound,WyndhamLewisandD.H. Lawrence
alsolivedinFrance,SwitzerlandandGermanyatsomepointin theirlives.Their
artwouldhavebeencompletelydifferentwithoutthisContinentalatmosphere
and influence.Thus, it is difficult to understandthe British Modernist
movementwithouttheFr nchSymbolistsandNaturalists,Ibsen'smodernrealistic
playsand the late19th-centuryRussiannovelists,and it is also difficultto
understandChaucer'spoetrywithoutthefamous13th-centuryFrenchwork
Romandela Rose,hiscontemporaryFrenchpoets- Deschamps,Machaut,Jean
Froissart,OtondeGrounson-,andthethreegreatItallanpoetsof thetrecento-
Dante,PetrarchandBoccacclo.
Thereis onefinalcharacteristicthatChaucershareswith themodernists:
theirfunctionasliterarycritics.Modernistwritersengagedingreatcriticalactivity.
Theyshowedand defendedtheirnew waysof writing in differentliterary
magazines22;Joycealsointroducediscussionsofcriticismandaestheticsintohis
novels,usuallythroughthecharacterStephenDedalus.In thesameway,every
nowandthenChaucerintroducesinhispoetryideasandopinionsfromwhichwe
20The opening67lines of Canto 1.
21We canfind a list of Chaucer'smythologicalreferencesin F. P. Magoun, Ir.,"Chaucer'sAncient
and Biblical World", Medieval Studies (Toronto),15(1953),107-36.
22See,for example,acollectionof modemistcriticalwritings which includes articlesby Wyndham
Lewis, EzraPound, W. B.Yeats,T. S.Eliot,Virginia Wolf andD. H. Lawrence,editedby PeterFaulkner,
A Modernist Reader (London: B. T. BatsfordLtd., 1986).
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mightinferbisownliterarytheories23•Heis,therefore,oneofthefirstEnglishpoets
to commentuponbis own literaryproductionin bis verses.He discussesthe
problemsofthenatureofliterature,itsfunction,itstechniquesorthereputationof
itspractitioners.Tbisisclearlyseen,forexample,in theprologueof TheLegend
ofGoodWomen,wherehealsoincludesabibliographyofbisworkandreferences
tothecriticalreceptionofhispoetry.
After tbis catalogueof similaritiesbetweenChaucerandtheModernist
movementdiscussedhere,anddespiteall thedifferenceswhichobviouslyalso
existandhavebeenleftout,wecouldconcludethatChaucerisnotsodistantfrom
themodeinistwritersashemayseematfirstsight.Althoughthereisagapofmore
thanfivehundredyearsbetweenthem,theyhavemanyfeaturesin common.
Generallyspeaking,theyshareattitudes,interests,techniquesandsources.They
bothopenthewaytoanewageof literature.Themedievalpoetlefta schoolof
"Post-Chaucerians"whichmightbethe15th-centuryversionof Post-Modernismo
Thecomparisonbetweenthesetwoapparentlydifferentliteraryproductions
developedin differentperiodsof timemightleadsus to theideathatliterar}'
bistorymovesin a cyclicalway, repeatingitselfagainand againwith little
variation.Gr, perhaps,wecouldsaythat,in spiteof theirreputationforbeing
somethingnewin literature,Modernismwasnotsomoderoafterall.And,if we
wishedto bemoreextremestill,we couldaddthatlittleor nothinghasbeen
inventedin thefieldofartandcultureaftertheGreekandLatiricivilizations.
Anyway,all thesimilaritiesdiscussedabovemakeus understandwhy
Chauceris stillreadandpraisedin ourday.Modernreadersfellveryclosetobis
workbecausetheyfindthereavoicewbichspeakstotheminafamiliartone.The
modernityofChaucer'spoetryhasalottodowithallthosefeaturesthatheshares
with20th-centurywriters,suchasbiswithdrawalfromconventions,bistopical
subjects,bisrealism,bissenseofcharacter,bisuseofcolloquialidiomsorbislove
for theclassicalmyth.All theseareelementswbichmakeusconsiderChaucera
modernmedievalpoet.
23SeeWhitneyH. Wells,"ChaucerasaLiteraryCritic,"ModemLanguageNotes,39(1924),255-
68;andRobertO.Payne,"ChaucerandtheArtofRhetoric,"in CompaniontoChaucerStudies,op.cito
pp.38-57.
